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Abstract  
This study examines the relationships between job demands (in the form of role stressors and 
emotional management) and employee burnout amongst high contact service employees. 
Employees in customer facing roles are frequently required to manage overwhelming, 
conflicting or ambiguous demands, which they may feel ill-equipped to handle. 
Simultaneously, they must manage the emotions they display towards customers, 
suppressing some, and expressing others, be they genuine or contrived. If the in-role effort 
required of employees exceeds their inherent capacity to cope, burnout may result. Burnout, 
in turn, can have serious detrimental consequences for the psychological well being of 
employees. We find that both emotional management and role stressors impact burnout. We 
also confirm that burnout predicts psychological strain. In line with the Job Demands and 
Resources Model, we examine the mitigating impact of perceived support on these 
relationships but do not find a significant mitigating impact. 
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Introduction 
 
Boundary spanning employees often experience high levels of role stress and are usually 
required to engage in emotional labour. Both have been shown to have negative outcomes for 
HPSOR\HHV¶ PHQWDO DQG SK\VLFDO KHDOWK HJ 6SHFWRU &KHQ DQG 2¶&RQQHOO ). The 
psychological strain (or distress) often inherent in such roles can cost organisations billions of 
dollars in disability claims, absenteeism, and lost productivity (e.g. Schaubroeck, Jones and 
Xie 2001). A recent estimate by the Confederation of British Industry (CBI) suggested that 
annual workplace absence costs the UK £12.2bn, with 23 million working days lost in 2004 to 
absenteeism. The same study also reported the second most significant cause of absence 
among non-manual workers to be stress. In addition to financial considerations, employers 
are legally obliged to ensure that work conditions do not make employees ill. Consequently, 
high stress work environments can lead to significant compensation claims by affected 
workers. Such claims can have a major negative impact on the firm in terms of internal culture 
and external image. For example, Chen and Spector (1992) and Roberts, Lapidus and 
Chonko (1997) report that higher levels of stress can lead to employee aggression, sabotage, 
substance abuse, and other harmful employee behaviour. While stress can be defined as a 
non-VSHFLILF UHVSRQVH WR DQ HQYLURQPHQWDO GHPDQG &RRSHU 'HZH DQG 2¶'ULVFROO 
what is commonly meant by work-related stress, is more accurately referred to as 
psychological strain.  
Psychological strain refers to psychological outcomes manifested in responses to 
organisational demands (e.g., inability to concentrate, loss of sense of worth, depression), this 
reflects more accurately what is generally understood by stress in such contexts. In explaining 
SV\FKRORJLFDOVWUDLQWKH.DUDVHN¶VGHPDQG-FRQWURO'&PRGHODQG'HPHURXWLHWDO¶V
(2001) Job Demands-Resources model of burnout have dominated organisational psychology 
in recent years. The DC model contends that psychological strain is engendered by jobs 
which are highly demanding, and where employees have little control over those demands. In 
particular, Zapf et al. (1999) argue that emotional demands (emotional labour) are the most 
likely to cause stress.  
 
This study extends previous work exploring the impact of role stressors and emotional labour 
on service employee burnout, and the psychological strain associated with this. While the 
impacts of both role stress and emotional labour have received attention in the past, their 
differential effect and a comprehensive examination of various role stressors on the 
dimensions of burnout has not. These relationships are of critical importance to managers of 
service employees since emotional management and role fulfilment demands are inherent to 
boundary spanning work (Johnson et al. 2005; Zapf et al. 1999). Knowledge of this process is 
useful in developing resilience programmes to mitigate the burnout experienced by 
employees in boundary spanning positions. 
 
Conceptual Framework 
Burnout 
In line with Maslach & Jackson (1981), we conceptualise burnout as a multidimensional 
construct of three components; 1) emotional exhaustion is characterised by a lack of energy, 
depleted emotional resources and feelings of being emotionally unavailable; 2) personal 
accomplishment is characterised by (dis)satisfaction with task accomplishments, and 3) 
depersonalisation is characterised by a callous and uncaring attitude towards people at work. 
Later conceptualisations of burnout dispense with the personal accomplishment dimension 
arguing that emotional exhaustion and disengagement form the core of the burnout 
experience (e.g Bakker, Demerouti & Verbeke, 2004),  
The Job Demands-Resources model of burnout (Demerouti et al., 2001) hypothesises that 
psychological distress is driven by excessive job demands. These may be physical, social 
and organisational demands, that require sustained mental or physical effort (Bakker et al. 
2005). Much work to date has concentrated on understanding the consequences of 
organisational demands made on employees and research examining the detrimental impact 
of role stress on employees is abundant. However, much of this work either a) operationalises 
organisational demand (role stress) as a unidimensional construct, b) operationalises burnout 
as a unidimensional construct (see for example Babakus, Yavas and Ashill 2009) or c) 
examines only one facet to burnout, usually emotional exhaustion (see for example Lewin and 
Sager 2009).  
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Lee and Ashforth (1996) find that work demands such as role ambiguity, role conflict and role 
overload are associated with burnout, (but specifically examine associations with emotional 
exhaustion.) Role conflict has been associated with burnout as a unidimensional construct 
(Sethi, Barrier & King 1999), and Lee & Ashforth (1990) report that role conflict contributes to 
emotional exhaustion. Role overload has been identified as a contributor to stress and 
burnout Crook, Weir, Willms, and Egdorf (2006).  
Such simplifications, although providing some useful insights into the detrimental impact of 
role stressors, fail to capture the nuances of the relationship between organisational demands 
and employee burnout. We therefore operationalise both role stress and burnout as 
multidimensional constructs and examine the relationships between dimensions to provide a 
PRUH µILQHO\ WXQHG¶ YLHZ RI WKHPHFKDQLVPV E\ ZKLFK UROH VWUHVVRUV GHWULPHQWDOO\ LQIOXHQFH
employees. 
 
Organisational Demands and Burnout 
As discussed above, many studies examining the impact of organisational demands on 
burnout adopt simplified operationalisations of either role stress or burnout and fail to capture 
the nuances of the relationship between organisational demands and employee burnout. To 
DGGUHVV WKLV OLPLWDWLRQ ZH DGDSW 3HWHUVRQ HW DO¶V  FRQFHSWXDOLVDWLRQ RI UROH VWUHVV
comprising role ambiguity (RA), role conflict (RC) and role overload (RO). Role ambiguity is 
defined as the degree to which clear information is lacking about the expectations associated 
with a particular role (Singh et al. 1994), Role conflict is defined as the degree of congruency 
among the set of expectations associated with a role (Rizzo, House & Lirtzman 1970), role 
overload describes situations in which employees feel that they have too many 
responsibilities or too much is expected of them in the time that they have (Rizzo, House, & 
Lirtzman 1970). 
RA has the potential to impact burnout, but is unlikely to impact each dimension in the same 
way. When faced with unclear expectations and objectives in their role, employees are likely 
to feel that they do not accomplish what is expected of them or meet their goals (as they do 
not know what they are). This suggests that RA is likely to decrease personal 
accomplishment (H1), as employees become dissatisfied with the level at which they 
accomplish tasks.  
In the service context, RC often arises when customers make demands that conflict with the 
organisation and the employee is asked to break the rules to help the customer, or when the 
employee receives conflicting instructions for their role (for example when operational targets 
conflict with service quality targets). In such situations employees need to resolve the conflict 
in order to complete their tasks and in so doing they have to choose one of the conflicting 
targets to prioritise over the other. Where this prioritisation requires that one person be 
prioritised over another (one customer over another customer, the organisation over the 
customer, or the employee themselves over the customer) it is likely that the employee will 
resolve this conflict by changing their attitude to one of the parties and may develop a more 
uncaring attitude towards customers or colleagues. Essentially, the employee retreats to a 
SRVLWLRQ RI ³, GRQ¶W FDUH´ DV WKH\ FDQQRW UHVROYH FDULQJ DQG DFKLHYLQJ FRQIOLFWLQJ WDUJHWV
Consequently we hypothesise that RC leads to depersonalisation (H2). 
The impact of RO on emotional exhaustion is well established in the literature (see for 
example Lee and Ashforth 1996). Excessive work demands, or responsibilities, requires a 
level of effort that will eventually deplete the resources of the employee to maintain their 
performance, giving rise to emotional exhaustion (H3) 
 
Social demands and Burnout  
Much less work has been undertaken to examine the potential for social demands to cause 
burnout, and to the best of our knowledge no studies have examined the differential impact of 
organisational and social demands on employees. This is particularly relevant to the context 
of front line service employees as the face to face service interaction is unique to this context, 
where employees are usually required to undertake work tasks whilst maintaining a sociable 
demeanour. 
Maintaining a sociable demeanour may require the service employee to suppress certain 
emotions that are seen as inappropriate to the service role (such as boredom, disliking or 
anger), whilst expressing others (such as excitement, friendliness and empathy), even if they 
do not genuinely feel these emotions. The effort associated with displaying certain emotions, 
even if they do not feel them, and suppressing other emotions, when they do feel them is 
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labelled emotional labour (Ashforth and Humphrey 1993), and this labour can give rise to 
stress (Zapf et al. 1999) 
While there is disagreement in the empirical literature; generally, research suggests that 
dissonance between felt and expressed emotions should have a detrimental effect (Jenkins 
and Maslach 1994). However, work also suggests that the valence of the emotional display 
can also have an influence, as it may indicate the positive or negative interaction between 
service worker and client. Thus, following previous work, our model hypothesises that the 
expression of genuine positive emotions should decrease emotional exhaustion, given that 
this should indicate a positive interaction and does not require the employee to modify the 
emotional that they express (H4). However, the expression of contrived positive emotions 
should increase emotional exhaustion (H5) as this requires effort on the part of the employee.  
The expression of genuine negative emotions should result in an increase in emotional 
exhaustion (H6) as this has the potential to create a negative interaction with the customer. 
Given that it should indicate a high level of dissonance between what is felt and what is 
expressed, we hypothesise that the suppression of negative  emotions should increase 
emotional exhaustion (H7). 
 
Psychological wellbeing  
Stress is conceptualised as manifesting itself in various psychological and physiological 
V\PSWRPV DQG ZH XVH WKH WHUP µSV\FKRORJLFDO VWUDLQ¶ WR ODEHO WKH YDULRXV QHJDWLYH
psychological responses (e.g. depression, inability to concentrate, feelings of worthlessness) 
to emotional stress. Much research examining the relationship between burnout and stress 
has examined burnout as a unidimensional construct or has examined the impact of the 
HPRWLRQDO H[KDXVWLRQ GLPHQVLRQ RI EXUQRXW RQO\ ,Q OLQH ZLWK 6SHFWRU &KHQ 	 2¶&RQQHOO
(2000), we hypothesise that emotional exhaustion increases psychological strain (H8). We 
also hypothesis that the other dimensions of burnout; depersonalisation and diminished 
personal accomplishment will increase strain as employees feel diminished by their inability to 
perform their role in a friendly and personable manner.  
 
Stress research has also investigated, in some depth, the moderating influence of various 
support and coping mechanisms on the relationship between stressors and the actual 
manifestation of strain (e.g. Morrison, Payne and Wall, 2003). One mechanism which has 
received attention in the Job resources-demand model is social support.  In line with this 
previous work, we hypothesise (H9) that emotional exhaustion will have a weaker influence 
on job strain when individuals perceive that they receive high levels of support from their 
supervisors and/or organisation.  
The full conceptual model is shown in Appendix 1. 
 
Methodology 
In order to test the relationships between the constructs in our study we collected data in a 
two-stage process from front line service employees working in jobs with high levels of 
customer contact and emotional labour. We selected the Diversional Therapy Association of 
New South Wales, Australia (DTA-NSW), as an appropriate context. Diversional therapy is a 
service in which customers are often physically and emotionally very dependent on the 
actions of service providers, and so provides a useful context in which to test these effects. 
The first stage involved a series of 6 depth interviews to better understand the nature of these 
constructs in the context of our research. This was followed by a larger scale quantitative 
study designed to quantify levels of these constructs and provide insights into the 
relationships between them. The findings from the qualitative study showed clearly the 
SUHVHQFHRIUROHVWUHVVRUV5ROH$PELJXLW\LVH[KLELWHGLQWKHIROORZLQJW\SLFDOTXRWH³«,ZDV
never shown anything just- IRUWKHH[HUFLVHVZHOOMXVWGRZKDWHYHU\RXWKLQNLVVXLWDEOH«DQG
from thereon I just had WRUXQE\P\VHOI´and   ³,¶PVFUHDPLQJRXWDWWKHPRPHQWWRVD\ZH
need guidance, we need a plan, we need something in place ´5ROHRYHUORDG³7KHUH¶VWRR
PDQ\ UHVLGHQWV«, MXVW GRQ¶W KDYH WKH WLPH´ and role conflict ³LW¶V OLNH ,¶P EHLQJ SXOOHG
everywhere´Interviews also indicated the presence of emotional labour as demonstrated in 
WKHIROORZLQJTXRWH³LW¶VUHDOO\KDUGWRSXWRQDKDSS\VPLOH´and the presence of exhaustion 
and burnout ³«, GRQ¶W KDYH WKH«ZKDW¶V WKHZRUG IRU LW«VWDPLQD IRU LW DQ\PRUH  ,¶m tired 
\HDK´, ³P\ERVVKDVDOVREHHQWDONLQJWRPHDERXWLWVKHJRHV³SDFH\RXUVHOISDFH\RXUVHOI
\RX¶UHEXUQLQJRXWSDFH\RXUVHOI´ 
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To further investigate the relevant relationships, 520 questionnaires were posted to the full 
membership of the DTA-NSW. A total of 129 complete responses, representing membership 
at all levels of the profession, were received. Respondents were overwhelmingly female (94 
per cent) which is representative of the gender split in the profession, and our respondents 
were mostly employed in private facilities (Private 58%, Public 34%). Psychological strain was 
measured using a subset of the General Health Questionnaire-12 (GHQ-12, Goldberg 1972), 
and all other measures employed are commonly used in the literature (Peterson et al. 1995; 
Chen, Gully & Eden 2001; Glomb & Tews 2004; Maslach and Jackson 1981). All items were 
found to load significantly on their respective constructs, and all average variance extracted 
(AVE) values and composite reliabilities exceeded 0.5 and 0.75 respectively, suggesting good 
evidence of convergent validity (Anderson and Gerbing 1988; Fornell and Larcker 1981). 
Furthermore, the AVE for each construct exceeded all the squared inter-factor correlations 
between that and each other construct, providing evidence of discriminant validity (Fornell 
and Larcker 1981). All relevant statistics reported in Appendix 2. The model was tested using 
a partial least squares approach using SmartPLS 2.0 (Ringle, Wende and Will 2005) and the 
results are presented in Table 1. below. 
 
Table 1 Results of PLS Path Analysis 
 
 
  Beta t-value 
H1 Role Ambiguity Æ(-) Personal Accomplishment  -0.350 4.049 
H2 Role Conflict Æ(+) Depersonalisation 0.383 2.918 
H3 Role Overload Æ(+) Emotional Exhaustion 0.467 6.445 
H4 Expressing genuine positive emotions Æ(-) Emotional Exhaustion -0.207 2.888 
H5 Expressing contrived positive emotions Æ(+) Emotional Exhaustion 0.148 2.070 
H6 Expressing genuine negative emotions Æ(+) Emotional Exhaustion 0.215 2.098 
H7 Suppressing negative emotions Æ(+) Emotional Exhaustion 0.077 0.698 
H8a Personal AccomplishmentÆ(-) Psychological strain -0.107 1.278 
H8b DepersonalisationÆ(+) Psychological strain 0.082 0.708 
H8c Emotional ExhaustionÆ(+) Psychological strain 0.573 5.777 
 
To evaluate the adequacy of PLS model two main criteria are used; path coefficients and the 
R2 of the latent endogenous variables. Chin (1998) suggests that path coefficients should 
exceed 0.1 - 0.2. In this model we see that all significant path coefficients (except for that 
describing the impact of expressing contrived positive emotions on emotional exhaustion) 
exceed 0.2 which suggests that the model adequately describes the data. A further test of 
model fit is provided by the R2 for the latent endogenous variables. Chin (1998) suggests that 
R2 of ~0.66 indicates substantial model fit, R2 ~0.35 moderate, and R2 ~0.17 weak model fit. 
The R2 for the latent endogenous variables in this study are emotional exhaustion R2=0.552, 
Psychological strain  R2=0.434, personal accomplishment R2=0.123, and depersonalisation 
R2=0.146. Whilst these values suggest an overall moderate fit of the model to the data, in this 
case we would not expect that emotional labour and role stressors would predict all of the 
burnout experienced by employees as there are a multitude of other factors that might impact 
on these perceptions. We suggest, therefore, that despite a low R2 for depersonalisation and 
personal accomplishment, the model is an adequate representation of the data. As can be 
seen, the model reveals support for hypothesis H1-3 indicating that role stressors are indeed 
predictors of burnout. The results for emotional labour were mixed. We find that expressing 
genuine positive emotions is associated with reduced emotional exhaustion, whereas 
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contriving these emotions is a form of labour and increases emotional exhaustion. 
Suppressing negative emotions also constitutes labour and contributes to emotional 
exhaustion. However, suppressing these emotions was not perceived as psychologically 
taxing by this sample and did not contribute significantly to emotional exhaustion. 
For our sample we also observe that the impact of burnout on psychological strain appears to 
be restricted to emotional exhaustion; reduced personal accomplishment and 
depersonalisation of others do not appear to significantly increase the psychological strain 
experienced by diversional therapists. In line with the JD-R model we also examined the 
moderating effects of managerial and organisational support. However, no significant effects 
were identified. 
 
Discussion and Limitations 
The findings of our study suggest that role stressors do significantly increase the level of 
burnout experienced by service employees, with different role stressors contributing to 
different components of burnout. Most substantively role overload appears be a major 
contributor to emotional exhaustion. Similarly, managing displayed emotions (emotional 
labour) is a significant, but less substantive, contributor to emotional exhaustion. We find that 
role conflict and role ambiguity contribute to the depersonalisation and personal 
accomplishment components of burnout respectively. The psychological strain outcomes of 
burnout appear to be restricted to emotional exhaustion, with depersonalisation and personal 
accomplishment not significantly predicting psychological distress.  
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Appendix 1 Conceptual model 
Emotional labour
Role Stress
Burnout
Psychological
strain
+G+
+C+
+G-
-G-
RA
RC
RO
EE
D
PA
PS
H4(-)
H5(+)
H6(+)
H7(+)
H1(-)
H2(+)
H3(+)
H8a(-)
H8b(+)
H8c(+)
Support
H9(-)
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Appendix 2. Test for discriminant validity  
 
 AVE Squares of inter factor correlations 
  EE PH PA RA RC RO Sat C+ D +G- +G+ -G- 
EE 0.58 1.00            
PS 0.63 0.42 1.00           
PA 0.51 0.10 0.09 1.00          
RA 0.60 0.06 0.13 0.13 1.00         
RC 0.51 0.18 0.12 0.05 0.07 1.00        
RO 0.68 0.39 0.22 0.02 0.06 0.26 1.00       
Sat 0.66 0.15 0.12 0.13 0.15 0.08 0.07 1.00      
+C+ 0.56 0.13 0.15 0.02 0.02 0.12 0.07 0.02 1.00     
D 0.52 0.23 0.14 0.13 0.08 0.15 0.05 0.17 0.05 1.00    
+G- 0.56 0.21 0.11 0.08 0.03 0.11 0.06 0.09 0.08 0.16 1.00   
+G+ 0.68 0.12 0.02 0.19 0.05 0.07 0.03 0.09 0.00 0.06 0.07 1.00  
-G- 0.51 0.17 0.26 0.05 0.07 0.13 0.13 0.06 0.09 0.10 0.24 0.00 1.00 
AVE = Average Variance Extracted 
 
Key 
EE Emotional exhaustion 
PS Psychological strain 
PA Personal accomplishment 
RA Role ambiguity 
RC Role conflict 
RO Role stress 
Sat Satisfaction 
+C+ Expressing contrived positive emotions 
D Depersonalisation 
+G- Expressing genuine negative emotions 
+G+ Expressing genuine positive emotions 
-G- Suppressing negative emotions 
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